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Diversity and Inclusion 
Initiatives at the Leonard Lief 
Library, Lehman College—CUNY
Joan Jocson-Singh, Alison Lehner-
Quam, and Rebecca Arzola
Abstract
For the library profession, diversity and inclusion have increasingly 
become part and parcel of upholding the fundamental values that librar-
ianship promotes. As the ACRL Diversity Standards state:
Diversity is an essential component of any civil soci-
ety. It is more than a moral imperative; it is a global 
necessity. Everyone can benefit from diversity, and 
diverse populations need to be supported so they 
can reach their full potential for themselves and their 
communities.*
For librarians at the Leonard Lief Library, Lehman College, a new Diver-
sity and Inclusion Working Group (DIWG) was created in early 2018 
to foster and cultivate an equitable library space that serves students, 
faculty, and sta! from varied backgrounds and experiences. "e library’s 
* Association of College and Research Libraries, Diversity Standards: Cultural Competen-
cy for Academic Libraries (Chicago: Association of College and Research Libraries, 2012), 
http://www.ala.org/acrl/standards/diversity.
C!"#$%& 594
working group aspired to align its work with a new CUNY-wide Council 
of Chief Librarians’ Task Force on Diversity and Inclusion. "is body 
endeavors to provide welcoming, accepting, and empowering spaces across 
CUNY libraries. Additionally, Leonard Lief Library faculty addressed 
new ways in which our library could facilitate more diverse and inclu-
sive programming.
"is chapter discusses several projects led by members of the Leonard 
Lief Library’s DIWG: the Human Library; a Diversity and Inclusion Zine 
Workshop; and the addition of an LGBTQ children’s book collection and 
a bilingual-bicultural children’s book collection. "ese examples and the 
resources created to support them (research guides, #yers, workshops, etc.) 
demonstrate commitment to serving our community by enabling equity 
through informative and educational opportunities and by advocating for 
social justice and inclusion through cultivation of a safe and welcoming 
library space.
Introduction
A Penn State survey found that anxiety was the leading mental health concern college 
students in the US reported to clinicians during the 2016–17 academic year. !e study 
stated that 24 percent of students who consulted mental health clinicians reported 
anxiety as their top obstacle, followed by 18.6 percent reporting depression and 7.8 
percent reporting relationship-speci"c problems.1 !e following fall, the American 
College Health Association (ACHA) revealed 2017 data that showed that 60.9 percent 
of US college students reported feeling overwhelming anxiety at some time within the 
previous twelve months.2 Such information indicates that students experience enor-
mous pressure during their academic year. With such numbers, it comes as no surprise 
that mental health must be addressed as a campus-wide responsibility by the college 
community and that many campuses have begun to examine student well-being as a 
serious concern.
While libraries should not take the place of campus counseling centers, they should 
work in conjunction with such centers; studies abound regarding the rising need to 
support students struggling with depression, anxiety, and stress. In a 2015 study that 
looked at trends and challenges related to student mental health issues at college, the 
author found campus counseling centers were unable to meet demands of their student 
bodies due to understa#ng and lack of resources.3 !is gap o$ers a unique opportu-
nity for college libraries to support an area that contributes to the overall wellness of 
students.
Another way to help student wellness is through diversity. Diversi"cation has been cited 
as a key strategy for organizations and can establish a positive environment.4 Librarians 
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ful"ll a role as purveyors of and gatekeepers to information and resources. While librar-
ians are professionally committed to fostering diversity as a core value, a 2016 survey of 
Association of Research Libraries (ARL) members found that many academic libraries 
continue to face internal challenges with regard to diversity, inclusion, and equity.5 Survey 
results showed that while larger colleges have diverse library sta$, administration and 
leadership positions continue to be held mostly by white employees. In response, ARL 
established new initiatives for hiring diverse applicants to better re%ect academic libraries 
and their constituencies.6 However, as librarian April Hathcock wrote, “With minority 
librarians leaving the profession as soon as they are recruited, what can be done to render 
our abundance of diversity initiatives truly e$ective?”7 !is question highlights a concern 
that, while the profession has moved in a positive direction by hiring more diverse appli-
cants, little is being done to retain them.
Benefits of providing students with library staff of diverse backgrounds are plen-
tiful; it provides representation and enhances social development and even a global 
awareness of others; it promotes self-awareness and varying perspectives that allow 
students to gain insights to expanding their worldview. Because racism, gender 
discrimination, and other forms of discrimination serve as barriers to students’ overall 
wellness, creating diversity initiatives on campus addresses students who face daily 
obstacles related to their lived experiences. While the larger scope of whiteness and 
lack of diversity in libraries cannot be solved overnight with an overwhelming 86.7 
percent of employees identifying as white,8 academic libraries that take steps toward 
achieving greater diversity within their staff will become more welcoming spaces for 
diverse users.
By advocating for cultural competence in the library, librarians and library staff 
can assist in making the library a safe and comfortable space. Cultural competency, 
as defined by the 2012 ACRL Diversity Standards is “a set of behaviors, attitudes, and 
policies that enable a person or group to work effectively in cross-cultural situations; 
the process by which individuals and systems respond respectfully and effectively to 
people of all cultures, languages, classes, races, ethnic backgrounds, religions, and 
other diversity factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, and values the worth 
of individuals, families, and communities and protects and preserves the dignity of 
each.”9 The library collection is a vibrant part of the campus environment, reflect-
ing the courses taught on campus, the faculty, and the student body. The campus 
environment, in turn, plays a role in its students’ well-being. Librarians can create a 
welcoming and inclusive library space by developing a collection that represents the 
diversity (including race, culture, religion, gender) of the students on campus and 
the wider educational community, whether by providing books for leisure reading or 
by providing children’s books to be used in local schools and in teaching and speech 
clinical experiences. Books that reflect the students’ experiences and languages say 
to the students that their identities and their experiences matter. A culturally- and 
linguistically-relevant library collection makes the college library, and therefore the 
campus, a more welcoming environment, especially for students who are the first in 
their family to attend college.
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Establishing a Diversity and Inclusion 
Working Group
In December 2017, Lehman College’s Chief Librarian and other City University of New 
York (CUNY) chief librarians were charged with founding a new Task Force for Diver-
sity and Inclusion by the CUNY Council of Chief Librarians (CCL). !e council’s main 
purpose for the task force was to ensure that CUNY libraries support recruitment, reten-
tion, and advancement of diverse faculty to CUNY libraries.10 Collectively, CUNY libraries 
are committed to respecting and promoting equity, intellectual freedom, and access to 
knowledge, as evidenced by their published Statement on Diversity and Inclusion.11 But 
in what ways has this statement been explored by various CUNY college libraries, and in 
what ways have they successfully adhered to ACRL Diversity Standards?
Prior to the CUNY Libraries Statement on Diversity and Inclusion being formalized, 
librarians at Leonard Lief Library at Lehman College had already undertaken projects 
to promote the institution’s history of supporting diversity among faculty and students, 
which included supporting those with disabilities, the LGBTQ community, returning 
adult students, veterans, and those from marginalized backgrounds. Events like the 
Human Library, the Diversity and Inclusion Zine Workshops, and the creation of a new 
meditation space for students were initiated to advocate for both student wellness and 
inclusion. Librarians asserted themselves to advocate for more equitable practices for 
students, faculty, and sta$, including outreach beyond standard networks and creation 
of more innovative programming. !ese strategies increased awareness of diversity in the 
Lehman community and helped reduce challenges students face as minorities.
A newly formed working group was launched in the library to coordinate all the events 
and programming already in process. Currently, the Diversity and Inclusion Working 
Group (DIWG) is comprised of four librarians dedicated to supporting CUNY Libraries’ 
overall Statement on Diversity and Inclusion. At its "rst meeting, the group cra&ed a 
mission statement for library faculty and sta$. A&er review by library faculty, the following 
statement was approved:
We aspire to:
 y Support CUNY Libraries’ Statement on Diversity and 
Inclusion
 y Work with library administration to ensure equitable 
practices are followed regarding recruitment, repre-
sentation, and retention of underrepresented groups 
at all levels
 y Sponsor programs that address and enhance diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion in the workplace
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 y Commit to representing diversity and inclusion in 
instruction and public service
 y Review and document events and projects with the 
aim of diversity and inclusion
Keeping this framework in mind, the DIWG set out to document new and ongoing 
projects that align with our aspiration of being more intentionally mindful of diversity, 
inclusion, and equity. Intentionality as a key concept enables DIWG to continue to be 
mindful of how programs, collections, and processes should be assessed for fairness and 
neutrality. Because connections with the broader campus community make for a more 
diverse experience, the DIWG resolved that library faculty should engage the scholarly 
community by varied and dynamic means. One example already mentioned was to extend 
library hours during "nals week. !is change in policy, a collaboration between student 
government and library faculty, prompted our decision to remain open twenty-four hours 
during the "nals period. As a consequence, students reported a decrease in anxiety levels 
due to access to additional space that was not previously available for studying.
Initiatives
Zines Collection
While growth and scholarly use of zines has slowly increased over the past decade, higher 
education institutions still struggle to incorporate them within the scholarly curriculum. 
One method of incorporating zines into the curriculum is by demonstrating their utility 
as an alternative form of literature. In an era of social injustice and political unrest, the 
creation of zines continues to be relevant. In fact, zines are being designed with the goal 
of self-care and mental health awareness.
Today zines are employed as teaching materials and outlets for self-expression in 
topics ranging from journalism to psychology. Because zines are structured as “small, 
self-published magazines that are usually [though not always] written by one person and 
distributed through an intricate network of individuals,”12 it’s not surprising that their 
evolution could develop through the lens of diversity and inclusion, attributes inherent 
in their DIY origins.
At Lehman College, the idea of starting a zine collection ("gures 5.1 and 5.2) rose in 
part from the DIWG. Based on prior volunteer experience at the NYC Feminist ZineFest, 
the library’s Head of Technical Services realized that including zines in the collection 
would have bene"ts. !e reason for starting the zine collection was three-fold: provide 
students with a form of self-care by giving them a creative way to express their college 
experience; build support for diversity through creation of a special collection that re%ects 




Leonard Lief Library’s Zine Collection
While the publishing industry has become more focused on producing best sellers, little 
attention is paid to creating a space for diverse voices that are o&en marginalized with 
limited means to promote their writings.13 !is gap in the publishing industry has led to 
a recent resurgence of zine making and distribution. Zines’ historical connection to social 
justice14 highlights them as a low-cost format that can help students to feel empowered. In 
addition, zines have become increasingly popular as an outlet for mental health narratives 
and experiences. For example, Lehman’s zine collection includes a range of zines that 
cover topics such as coping with addiction, dealing with suicide, fat positivity, and mental 
illness. Zines created by students as autobiographies aid in building a campus community 
that can combat stereotypes and stigmas related to POC and other marginalized groups 
of students, essentially creating a safe space that speaks to overall student wellness.
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Figure 5.2
Leonard Lief Library’s Zine Collection (close up view)
Being located in New York City enabled DIWG to reach out to librarians already famil-
iar with zine collections and zine making, such as those involved with the well-known 
feminist and social justice collection at Barnard College. Jenna Freedman, Barnard’s zine 
librarian, proved an excellent resource, open to discussing the challenges and logistics in 
creating a zine collection. Another resource was the Zine Librarians Facebook Group,15 
which provided a networking opportunity for gaining insight into best practices for cata-
loging and maintaining the collection and for providing outreach.
Collection Development and Cataloging
Before acquiring zines, questions (e.g., Where should the zine collection live? How should 
it be cataloged? How do we highlight the collection? What do we need to keep in mind for 
maintenance? And do we have funding for sustainability?) arose as potential challenges 
that needed to be addressed. To answer them, the SUNY New Paltz’s zine collection guide16 
was consulted, which, as well as serving as a model for Lehman’s research guide, o$ered 
practical tips on how and what to collect. In addition, simply reaching out to fellow zine 
librarians such as SUNY New Paltz’s Madeline Veitch and Barnard’s Jenna Freedman was 
extremely helpful in determining how to best resolve potential challenges.
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From these talks with other zine librarians, a zine LibGuide was created (https://
libguides.lehman.edu/zines). !e guide de"nes and discusses zines with a focus on 
Lehman’s diversity and inclusion goals, including a page that highlights the People of Color 
Zine Project the Zine Queer Archive Project, and links to other feminist and LGBTQ zine 
projects. A link with information about submitting zines to the library was also made 
available within the guide. Finally, a tab on the guide was made to highlight upcoming 
library zine workshops and zinefests occurring in the New York City tristate area.
With budget being the top concern, it was decided that the collection could be jump-
started through a zine-making workshop on campus. Students, sta$, and faculty were 
invited to take part in the workshops, and they could donate their zines at the end of the 
workshop if they chose. In addition, because zines typically cost little (between $1 to $10) 
to buy, some were purchased or even given for free to the Head of Technical Services for 
inclusion in the new collection.
As zines were acquired, tentative steps for pre-cataloging needed to be established. 
Actual cataloging of the zines in Lehman’s library system platform was put on hold as the 
library undergoes a platform migration as well as physical library renovations. !e collec-
tion remains noncirculating and viewable by appointment. While this delay in cataloging 
hinders the zine collection’s online discovery, the collection is still inventoried by spread-
sheet with basic MARC "elds applied as descriptive elements, adhering to a very light form 
of the xZINECOREx union cataloging standards.17 A collection code for the zines as well 
as a local note stating each item’s inclusion in the Lehman Library zine collection remain 
to be formalized. Establishing and documenting this process will enable future cataloging 
of zines to be conducted by work-study students rather than full-time catalogers.
Outreach and Programming
Initial notice to the college campus of the new zine collection came from workshops 
conducted at the library. In 2018, the library held several events to get this new project 
underway and into the spotlight. !e "rst was a March event entitled Innovation: Zine 
Workshop, which introduced the Lehman faculty and student body to zine making. !e 
librarians reached out to the art and English departments to sponsor the zine-making 
event. A professor from the English department began the event by providing a brief 
historical introduction to zines and their importance in both popular culture and writ-
ing. !is was followed up by the chair of the art department leading a small hands-on 
zine-making session for the attendees. !e space and the materials—paper, scissors, 
magazines, and glue sticks—were provided by the library. !e goal was for the attendees 
(Lehman faculty, students, and sta$) to be introduced to the concept of zines and to create 
a zine that could jump-start the library’s new collection and add to the small collection 
already acquired by librarians.
!e second event provided a zine activity for Bronx area fourth graders from the Academy 
for Young Leaders, who visited the library to learn more about college and college libraries. 
As part of tour, the fourth graders learned about the library by visiting circulation, the refer-
ence desk, and technical services. At the end of the tour, librarians reserved an area for the 
visiting students to create zines either about their experience in the library or about what 
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they thought the library of the future would look like. !e results were brightly designed 
zines about the future of libraries—one showcasing how future libraries would welcome 
pets as a daily inclusion and another imagining a food library. While this group was not 
the school’s usual demographic in age, facilitating this workshop enabled Lehman to host 
a "rst-time welcoming experience for potential future college patrons, which could help 
guard against the anxiety that students feel in seeking information at the college library.18
Finally, while the concept of the Human Library will be discussed more fully later in 
this chapter, a collaborative event between zines and the Human Library was held in the 
fall of 2018 in the front section of the Leonard Lief Library, a prime location for bring-
ing in students as it is close to the circulation and reserves desk as well as being highly 
visible. Across from the sign-in table for the Human Library event was a zine-making 
table, complete with free materials for students looking to be creative during the event 
or needing something to do while they waited to borrow a human book. Next to the zine 
table was a representative from campus counseling. !is collaboration with counseling 
and Human Library provided a safe and relaxing space for students to explore and create.
 Additionally, having a zine table at events presents a marketing opportunity ("gure 5.3). 
With each workshop or event, buttons and mini-zines are distributed ("gures 5.4 and 5.5). 
!e pocket-sized mini-zines for Human Library were created by the Head of Technical 
Services to demonstrate what zines are and why they were present at Lehman. !e buttons, 
which were also created by the Head of Technical Services with a button-making machine, 
contained fun statements such 
as “Zinester,” “I Love Zines,” or 
“I Love My Zine Library.” Such 
marketing material, or swag, 
serves to brand the zine collec-
tion and showcase its impor-
tance to the library. At almost 
every event, the stock of buttons 
is exhausted. !ese tactile pieces 
of marketing have worked in 
spreading news of the collec-
tion, and an in-class zine work-
shop was subsequently requested 
by a professor in the psychology 
department. Both the marketing 
materials and word-of-mouth 
advertising have been bene"cial 
for the collection’s development.
Figure 5.3








Zine Librarian at Human Library Zine event table
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Children’s Book Collection That Represents 
the Community
Rudine Sims Bishop wrote about the importance of children’s books serving as mirrors and 
windows and the value seeing oneself in books as well as seeing the experience of others.19 
In a diverse campus community, a varied collection of children’s books for use by students 
who work with children can reinforce the children’s identities and can help community 
members understand di$erence. Developing such a collection sends the message that all 
are welcome and their experiences are represented in the library.
Children’s books are studied in Lehman classes, and students need access to children’s 
books for their coursework, K–12 classroom visits, and clinical experiences, but the books 
in the library’s children’s collection have not always been representative of the Lehman 
students or the children in schools in the Bronx. Children’s literature is used by faculty and 
students from the following departments from the School of Education—early childhood 
and childhood education, literacy, special education, English education, and bilingual 
education—as well as from the Department of Speech-Language-Hearing Sciences, and 
the English department. !ey are also used by the campus childcare center and Lehman 
students who are parents. !e children’s book collection has been part of the library 
since the library’s origins, but due to a small collection development budget, historically 
the annual collection development e$orts have been limited to major award winners 
(Caldecott, Newbery, Coretta Scott King, and Pura Belpré), a few selected award honor 
books, and donations.
!e Lehman student body is primarily made up of Hispanic (52.5% undergrad-
uate/34.7% graduate) and African American (30.3% undergraduate/31.2% graduate) 
students.20 Education and speech students do their "eldwork in the Bronx, New York, 
where the population is predominantly Hispanic (55.7%) and African American (33.6%) 
and where languages other than English are spoken in 59.3 percent of the homes.21 !e 
college’s children’s book collection, which focused on award winners, was perhaps more 
re%ective of the nature of the book award rather than the community served by the 
collection. Koss, Martinez, and Johnson’s study of race and disability of main characters 
in Caldecott Medal–winning books noted that there were limitations in representations 
of characters of diverse races and disabilities.22 While the Coretta Scott King Book 
Awards are given to outstanding African American authors and illustrators of children’s 
and young adult books and the Pura Belpré Award honors exemplary books by Latinx 
writers and illustrators, in our library there o&en wasn’t a budget to collect beyond the 
single award winner in a given year. Additionally, outside of the library, the availability 
of diverse children’s books was limited due to lack of representation of authors and 
characters of color.23 !ese factors have resulted in a collection that was limited in 
scope, dated, and not re%ective of the Lehman student body. Subsequently the School 
of Education professors and their students did not widely seek out the collection for 
their assignments and coursework.
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Collection Development and Cataloging
In an e$ort to develop a collection where students on campus and children in the Bronx 
could see their experiences re%ected in the books, the Education Librarian partnered 
with Cecilia Espinosa, a faculty member in the early childhood and childhood education 
department, to seek a grant to fund research on the impact of culturally and linguistically 
relevant books on children in a Bronx school. !ey looked at elementary students’ and 
teachers’ use of books and used multimodal instruction (drama, art, movement) to include 
all of the senses in the exploration of bilingual books in bilingual and non-bilingual class-
rooms.24 As part of this grant, funds were used to create a bilingual-bicultural children’s 
book collection in the Lehman Library. To develop the collection, Latinx authors were 
researched using articles, bibliographies, websites and blogs.25 Books by these authors were 
selected from the past ten years, with a preference toward current books. !e Education 
librarian and Professor Espinosa also sought out bilingual books, books with translan-
guaging, and books in Spanish. Children’s books originally published in Spanish were 
added with editions from Spain, Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela, among other coun-
tries. !ese titles drew on Professor Espinosa’s research into Spanish language children’s 
book publishing. Over 200 titles, including Pura Belpré honor books that had previously 
not been included in the annual book purchases were added to the collection. A&er the 
grant completed, relevant books from the library were also identi"ed to be shelved with 
the collection and, as new books arrived (via acquisitions or donation), those that "t the 
criteria were shelved with the collection, which now totals over 400 titles. !ese books 
are prominently shelved in the children’s collection so they are easily seen upon entering, 
creating a welcoming environment in which students can see themselves and their families 
re%ected in the books.
Donations have helped increase the diversity of the literature in the children’s collection, 
most notably an LGTBQ collection of current middle grades and young adult books. !is 
collection provides a base on which we can expand, as we add the Stonewall Book Award 
books to our collection development practices. Professor Espinosa and the Education 
Librarian have developed a grant to explore the identities and reading habits (including 
children’s books) of preservice and in-service teachers in the beginning stages of their 
undergraduate and graduate programs at Lehman. !is grant also has funds to purchase 
a collection based on the identities of the students, another way to deepen connections 
with students in the campus community.
Outreach and Programming: Information 
Literacy and Research Guides
We wanted to provide many ways for students to "nd themselves in the books in these new 
collections. Outreach to students and faculty has taken a number of forms. First e$orts 
included making the books easily discoverable in OneSearch, the library discovery tool, 
and in the stacks for browsing. Books in both collections were identi"ed in the catalog 
with a local note to identify the collection (“Bilingual-Bicultural Literacy Collection,” 
“LGTBQ Juvenile Collection”). Additionally, the spines of the books were highlighted 
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with stickers of various colors to denote the collection and allow for easy discovery when 
browsing the stacks. In the case of the bilingual-bicultural books, all books that included 
Spanish (translanguaging, books in Spanish, or bilingual books) were given a green dot on 
the spine to make them easy to "nd, as Spanish is spoken by many children in the Bronx.
Articles, %yers, displays, presentations, and workshop events were used as outreach 
and educational tools. !e bilingual-bi-
cultural and LGTBQ collections have 
been featured in articles in Biblio-
Tech, the library’s biyearly newsletter. 
Flyers about the children’s collection 
are shared with academic departments, 
posted in the library, and distributed to 
parents through the campus childcare 
center. Open book displays ("gure 5.6) 
that reinforce the library’s inclusive and 
welcoming environment were created to 
highlight the new collections, and library 
users are prompted to take books from 
the displays. A series of workshops that 
focused on Latinx authors and illustra-
tors as well as workshops that focused 
on identity and "nding yourself in a 
book were o$ered to provide students 
an opportunity to explore and discuss 
these books.
Figure 5.6
Pride month book display
Once faculty were aware of the new collection, requests came in for information 
literacy sessions focused on the bilingual-bicultural collection and on children’s books. 
A research guide was created to highlight the bilingual-bicultural literacy collection and 
articles on diversity and children’s books (http://libguides.lehman.edu/MirrorsandWin-
dows). Additionally, a Children’s Book !emes Guide was created to support direct access 
to current children’s books (https://libguides.lehman.edu/ChildrensBooks!emes). !e 
purpose of the themes guide is to organize and highlight new books in the collection by 
themes and subject areas and to highlight the bilingual-bicultural books in the library 
by theme. It also serves as another access and discovery tool for the collection. With 
each information literacy session, an in-class display of books ("gure 5.7) is created to 
highlight relevant titles for the class (e.g., author displays or types of literature) and to 
support discoverability. !ese displays model an environment of abundance, not scarcity, 
in which there are a wide range of choices of diverse children’s literature for Lehman 




Information literacy in-class display of selected bilingual-bicultural 
collection books
As the relevance of the collection to the community increased, the Education Librarian 
received requests for workshops and collaboration from other departments. !e director 
of the Speech and Hearing Center has requested sessions each semester to introduce the 
children’s book collection to the graduate student clinicians, and the director of the liter-
acy summer program did the same. !e speech student clinicians and the literacy teacher 
candidates have used the collection with children in their care, bringing a new generation 
of readers into the library. !e speech clinicians have also invited parents of the children 
within their care to the library to explore the bilingual-bicultural collection, for some of 
whom this was their "rst library visit.
!e bilingual-bicultural literacy collection is also used by librarians who participate 
in a monthly reading series with the childcare center during which a librarian shares 
books from the collection in read-alouds in the childcare center classrooms (for children 
ages two to "ve). !is reading series introduces the youngest members on campus to the 
children’s collection, to the joy of interactive read-alouds, to campus librarians, and to 
the library. A guide has been created to support the Campus Child Care Reading Series 
(https://libguides.lehman.edu/ReadAloudResource). Each time a title is read, it is high-
lighted on the guide. Parents can use the guide to "nd out more about the books that have 
been shared with their children.
!e new collections have also led us to share our work beyond the campus. Professor 
Cecilia Espinosa, the early childhood bilingual professor with whom the Education Librar-
ian developed the collection and conducted research, and the Education Librarian have 
presented information about the books in the collection at local conferences, including 
the annual New York City School Library Conference and at a workshop for Bronx parent 
coordinators and librarians to support summer reading and culturally and linguistically 
relevant books. !ey were invited to join the planning committee for the Bank Street 
annual conference on Latinx books, and they arranged for six Lehman students to attend 
the conference and meet Latinx children’s authors. !e collaboration, development of 
the collection, and related research have led to many opportunities to share knowledge 
and resources.
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The Human Library—Talks That Teach and 
Heal
Context
Lehman College’s unique location in the Bronx re%ects a large and diverse population. Yet 
in what ways could the library access these remarkable and personal stories of diversity 
and resilience that could help other students? !e Government Documents and Collec-
tion Development Librarian from Lehman College attended a professional development 
event on critical librarianship, presented by the Maryland chapter of ACRL in 2016. At 
that event, the librarian saw a lightning talk about the Human Library which would later 
inspire an important initiative for the DIWG.
!e Human Library, an initiative founded by activist Ronni Abergel, his brother Dany 
and colleagues Asma Mouna and Christo$er Erichsen, provides a supportive, inter-
personal safe space for students. It helps students broaden their exposure to di$erence 
and challenges their biases by connecting them with people they would not necessar-
ily encounter otherwise. Originating in Copenhagen, Denmark, Human Library events 
have been organized internationally since 2000. !e website states, “!e Human Library 
is designed to build a positive framework for conversations that can challenge stereo-
types and prejudices through dialogue.”26 Volunteers metaphorically become books that 
students, sta$, and faculty, also known as readers, can check out for a thirty-minute, 
one-to-one conversation. People who volunteer to be the books are survivors who have 
experienced struggle, hardship, trauma, stigma, or being misunderstood. !ey agree to 
challenge stereotypes, prejudice, and assumptions through a respectful conversation about 
their lives, enabling ways to combat prejudice and bias.
Today, libraries are reevaluating how to be more inclusive with their community 
members “to pursue an active equitable access that focuses on empowering the less power-
ful and amplifying the voices of the unheard.”27 !rough the Human Library, voices that 
have been marginalized are given a platform in which they can be heard. Human books 
respond to readers’ questions, and the ensuing dialog becomes a nonconfrontational, 
safe, and respectful conversation between books and readers—engaging talks that can 
both teach and heal—seemingly simple in its application, yet impactful in its intent. By 
participating, students and sta$ broaden their perspective and deepen their appreciation 
for the rich diversity of the Lehman College campus community. It is both an introspective 
experience for the books and enlightening to readers.
Outreach and Programming
Leonard Lief Library at Lehman College hosted the New York City debut of the Human 
Library in fall 2017 ("gures 5.8 and 5.9). Coordinating a Human Library event is a 
thoughtful undertaking. Students, sta$, faculty, and other volunteers reveal their personal 
experiences in a vulnerable discussion that can a$ect both books and readers. Coordi-
nators are the caretakers of the books and may "nd that interdepartmental and intrade-
partmental collaboration on campus further helps support students at this event. Student 
C!"#$%& 5108
Disability Services and the Counseling Center at Lehman College have partnered with 
Lehman Library at events. Intradepartmental support of students has included a zine table, 
assembled by Head of Technical Services, to encourage students who prefer a di$erent 
outlet to share their stories of resilience. Promoting opportunities for student wellness at 
the library can be a creative venture and is ultimately about supporting students during 
their college lives.
Students have the opportunity to provide a di$erent perspective to confront stereo-
types, as well as the fear of the unknown to help build more understanding through 
conversation through this living library.28 Titles of human books at Lehman’s Human 
Library events have included Surviving the Suicide of a Loved One—Sibling Grief, Making 
Lemonade—A Story of Tragedy to Hope, Orthodox Jew in the City: Religious Professional 
and Mom, Living with Epilepsy, My Foot Steps: Hidden Disability—Bilateral Clubfoot, Life 
with DACA, Female Perspective: From Military to Civilian Life and Everything in Between, 
My Cancer Notebook, Setbacks Lead to Comebacks—Surviving Sexual Assault, You Can Do 
It All: Metal Music Scholar, and Comicfan/Gamer & Mom.
Figure 5.8
Human Library check-in table
Figure 5.9
Human Library books and 
student discussion
In planning each Human Library 
event, the Government Documents and 
Collection Development Librarian "rst 
establishes an announcement asking for 
students or sta$ to participate as human 
books. !ere is no minimum number of 
people that is required to hold the event, 
but "ve to seven people is a good number to provide a variety of human books for readers. 
Next steps include the librarian meeting with volunteer human books and explaining to 
them the process and what to expect. A tentative title and description of what the volunteer 
book would like to talk about during their borrowed session is also discussed. Guidance 
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is provided by the librarian through a LibGuide on the Human Library (http://libguides.
lehman.edu/human-library). Included in the LibGuide are tabs that explain what Human 
Library is, how to participate and register, bene"ts of the program, tips for books and 
readers, past events, and other resources.
Bene"ts for those who participate as either books or readers are plentiful. !ose who 
volunteer to be a human book may encounter growth in their personal, learning, and 
social outcomes. !ey learn how to organize ideas through telling their story; home in on 
their active listening, nonverbal communication, and interpersonal skills; and negotiate 
di#cult feelings that materialize during conversations with readers. In addition, network-
ing and making connections with fellow volunteers and readers can provide both new 
relationships and career development opportunities.29
!e library and college community also bene"t from the civic engagement of books 
with diverse people on campus. !ese conversations support current students by sharing 
stories of resilience. In addition, students who share their stories receive a digital badge 
or micro-credential (https://lehman.credly.com/view-credit/137870) for volunteering as a 
human book. !is digital credential promotes the achievement of being part of the Human 
Library and can be displayed on social media accounts including LinkedIn, Twitter, and 
Facebook.
!e Human Library creates a safe space for books and readers to conduct a respectful 
discussion by learning about others from diverse backgrounds, experiences, and ideas. 
Books re%ect upon their stories, which can be therapeutic, and they also learn about the 
lives of the readers who check them out.30 Correspondingly, readers can challenge their 
own misconceptions and stereotypes. !e library hopes to foster continued connections 
to promote a broader understanding of students and their resiliency.
Conclusion
!e DIWG has successfully completed multiple initiatives to support student wellness 
through collaborations and partnerships within and outside of the library. While we 
formed the DIWG to better ensure that the library upheld ACRL Diversity Standards, we 
discovered that many projects were already being conducted to support diversity e$orts 
on campus. By implementing innovative programing like the Human Library and zine 
workshops as well as diversifying our library’s children’s book collection, Lehman Library 
has been able to address student wellness through a variety of areas—academic, social, 
and psychological. !is multifaceted approach provides our library with a framework in 
which to continue and align ourselves with the greater campus community mission for 
student success.
Going forward, with a DIWG committee in hand, there is a readiness for new proj-
ects, such as further streamlining what we provide with our leisure collection, o$ering 
stress relief events, maintaining and expanding diversity in collection development, and 
exploring what our space can provide for students and faculty. In addition, we will explore 
conducting student surveys to assess and enrich our e$orts and working in partnership 
with student government to better plan in what ways the library can be of service.
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